
May 15 ,  L994

Verne  D .  W i l t r  D .D .S .
Shady  G len  Es ta tes  #118
450  G ladycon  Road
Co l f ax ,  CA  95713

Steven J.  Schwartz
Env i ronmen ta l  D i v i s ion  P7320
Nava l  A i r  Weapons  S ta t i on
Po in t  Mugu ,  CA 93042-5000

Dear Stever

Regard ing  you r  l e t t e r  o f  May  5 ,  L994  men t ion ing  i n te res t  i n
in fo rma t ion  abou t  San  N ico las  I s land  du r ing  the  r i r d r r  c i r ca
1943-44 .  Un fo r tuna te l y ,  I  have  no  j ou rna l r  so  spec i f i c  da tes
a re  d i f f i cu l t  t o  r eca l l  w i t h  accu racy .  I  w i l l  do  ny  bes t .

f  was  a t tached  to  a  Car r i e r  A i r c ra f t  Se rv i ce  Un i t  under  the
leadersh ip  o f  Commander  Bundy  U .S .N .  The  un i t  des igna t , i on
was  C .A .S .U .  (F )  8 .  The  t ime  was  L943 -44

Navy personnel  manned a waf f le  p la t ,e  temporary emergency
land ing  f i e ld .  Our  un i t  was  composed  o f  app rox ima te l y  500
men.  The mess hal1 vas a wooden st ructure on concrete
founda t ion .  The  i s l and  c rew f fe re  ro ta ted  fo r  sho r t  l eave  o r
l i be r t y  by  means  o f  a  L .e . I .  ( Land ing  C ra f t  I n f an t r y )  wh i ch
we boarded f rom a motor  launch moored to  a smal l  quay on the
eas  t s  i  de beach  a rea  o f  t he  i s l and .  The  L .C . I .  t hen
t ranspor ted  us  to  Po r t  Hueneme fo r  ou r  t h ree  day  l eave .

S ide - l i gh t :  A t  t he  bo t tom o f  t he  mess  ]< i t chen  g rease  t rap
the re  shou ld  be  a  l a rge  s ta in less  s tee l  l ad le  d ropped
acc iden ta l l y  by  Seaman  l s t  C lass  Edward  T .  W i l son .

f  am not  sure what  exact ly  what
impor tance.  I  have enclosed the
case

would be of  in terest  or
f o l l ow ing  s to r y ,  j us t  i n

S ince re l y  r

t/A.tta.

Ve rne  D .  W i l t



There should be wreckage remains of  a  Grumman TBM and a
Daunt less d ive bomber located about  a mi le  f rom where bhe 45
foo t  h igh  wooden  a i r f i e l d  con t ro l  t ower  was  l _oca ted .  The
story behind those wrecks may be impor tant  to  you:

One  ea rJ . y  even ing ,  abou t  6 :30  P .M . ,  ?11  he l l -  b roke  l oose !  A
weather  f ront  moved in  over  the is land and fog enveloped the
a i r f i e l d .  A  l i gh t  r a i n  began  f aL l i ng .  V i s i b i l i t y  d ropped  t o
g round  ze to  i n  l ess  than  s i x  m inu tes  t i r ne .  Car r i e r  a i r c ra f t
t ha t  had  been  p rac t i c i ng  f rom the  decks  o f  ca r r i e rs  Wasp  and
Horne t  were  rou ted  to  a i r f i e l ds  no t  c losed  i n  by  fog .  The
seven  p lanes  a lo f t ,  l uc l cy  enough  to  have  fue l  rese rves ,  were
d ispa tched  to  M i ra  Loma and  Po in t  Mugu  1and ing  f i e lds .

The  San  N i cho las  f i e l d  was  " socked  i n " .  A lL  t he  i s l and ' s
mo to r  veh i c les  were  l i ned  up  a long  the  pe r ime te r  o f  t he
a i r f i e l d  w i t h  t he i r  head l i gh t s  t u rned  on .  We  we re  . l and ing
a i r c ra f t  i n  bo th  d i rec t i ons  on  the  smat l  f i e l d .  One
a i r c ra f t ,  t he  l as t  p l ane  ab le  t o  l and ,  m i ssed  t he  con t ro l
tower by less than ten feet .  The p i to t  zoomed up at  the last
second r  angine rewing to  the maximum. The p i  lo t  ,  probably
feel ing he knew nhere the tower was located,  made one last
at tempt  to  1and.  Miraculous ly  touching down at  the ext reme
end  ou r  runway ,  h i s  ove r -used  b rakes  resu l ted  i n  a  g round
loop .  I t  nas  t r u l y  a  b l i nd  l and ing .

The  tower  commander  rad ioed  the  a i r c ra f t  s t i l l  a l o f t  hun t i ng
fo r  t he  f i e ld ,  recommend ing  tha t  t he  p i l o t s  ga in  a l t i t ude  to
3 r000  fee t  be fo re  the i r  f ue l  rese rves  were  exhaus ted ,  t hen
ba i l  ou t .  He  assu red  t , hen  tha t  LC I ' s  pa t ro l l i ng  San  N icho las
would reacue them f rom the water  gu ickJ-y.  Af ter  th is  message
was  t ransmi t ted  r re  no ted  an  ee r ie  g low  emana t ing  f rom
severa l  spo ts  a round  the  a i r f i e l d .  The re  was  no t  an  eng ine
sound  to  be  hea rd .

The  du ty  o f f i ce r  assemb led  a  g roup  o f  men  in  o rde r  t o  fo rm a
search  pa r t y .  He  s ta ted  h i s  be l i e f  t ha t  seve ra l  p lanes  had
fLown  in to  the  g round  t r y ing  to  l and  on  ou r  s t r i p .  The
g low ing  a reas  began  f l i cke r ing  ou t .  The  fog  s ta r l ed  s tow ly
d r i f t i ng  away .  By  th i s  t ime  ou r  sea rch  g roup  had  reached  the
a rea  where  the  l as t  l i t t l e  g low ing  l i gh t  had  been  seen .  f t
was  a  ve ry  sma lL  p la teau  a rea .  A  Grumman TBM had  c rashed  a t
about  a 25 degree angle.  Any f i re  that  may have begun had
ex t i ngu ished  by  the  t ime  we  a r r i ved  on  the  scene .  r  pee red
in to  the  tu r re t  gunners  tu r re t ,  t he  onJ -y  i n tac t  po r t i on  o f
the  a i r c ra f t .  The re  was  no  body .  The  50  ca l i be r  gun  bu t t s
were  cove red  i n  b lood .  The  p lex ig lass  tu r re t  she l l  was  caked
w i th  c lo t t i ng  b lood ,  more  than  r  be l i eved  poss ib le .  r  was
su re  the  tu r re t  gunner  had  no t  su rv i ved  h i s  c rash  i n ju ry .
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There was l ive ammuni t ion and rocket  rounds scat tered around
the  wreckage .  Wh i l e  sea rch ing  the  a rea  we  hea rd  ye l1s  f rom
the  o the r  t eam abou t  100  ya rds  d i s tan t .  We  ran  i n  t ha t
d i rec t i on  to  a  sma l1  rav ine  abou t  t en  fee t  i n  he igh t .  The re
we  found  a  fo ta l l y  des t royed  Daun t less  d i ve  bomber .  f t r s
P ra t t  and  Wh i tney  rad ia l  eng ine  base  had  bu r ied  i n  f l ush
w i th  the  d i r t  bank .  One  sea rche r  ca l l ed  ou t  w i th  a  ghas t l y
d i scove ry .  The  p i l o t ' s  sp ine  r ras  d raped  on  a  nea r  by
roc lc .  We coul -d determine no other  occupant  of  the p lane.

Our  sea rch  o f f i ce r  assemb led  ou r  g roup ,  o rde r ing  us  to  boa rd
a  pe rsonne l  t ruc l c ,  s ta t i ng  the re  were  repo r t s  o f  a  p i l o t
landing by parachute at  the nor thern end of  the is land and
we were to  head there for  a  search.  The t ruck took about  15
minutes on the dark,  narrow,  dusty  and rough road.  We formed
search  pa r t i es  o f  t h ree  w i th  each  g roup  sha r ing  the  few
f lash l i gh ts  taken  a long .  We sea rched  d i l i gen t l y  a long  the
shore l i ne ,  ca l l i ng  ou t  eve ry  few  m inu tes .  The re  was  no
response .

The  ra in  had  s topped .  A  m i l l i on  s ta rs  were  sh in ing
b r igh t l y .  f t  was  a  pe r fec t l y  c lea r  n igh t .  One  and  one -ha l f
hou rs  l a te  fo r  t hose  p i l o t s  whose  t ime  was  up .

WP May  15 ,  L994
Verne  D .  W i l t



One ea r l y  even lng ,  abou t  5 :30  P .M. ,  a l l  he l l  b roke  l oose !  A
weat.her front. moved in over the island and fog enveloped the
ai r f ie ld .  A l ight  ra in  began fa l I ing.  V is ib i l i t ,y  dropped to
ground zero in less than six mj-nutes t j-me. Carrier aircraf t  that
had been practicing from the decks of carriers Wasp and Hornet.
were routed to airf ields not closed in by fog. The seven planes
aloft,  lucky enough t,o have fuel resen/es, were dispatched to
Mira Loma and Point. Mugu landing f ields.

The San Nico las f ie ld  was "socked in"  .  A l l  the is land 's
motor vehicles were l ined up along t,he perimeter of the airf ield
with their headlights Eurned on. We were landing aircraft in
both d i rect . ions on the smal l  f ie ld .  One a i rcraf t ,  Lhe last  p lane
able to 1and, missed t,he cont.rol Lower by less than ten feet.
The pi lot zoomed up at the lasL second, engine rewj-ng to t,he
maximum. The pi lot, probably feel ing he knew where Lhe tower was
located, made one last at,t ,empt, t ,o Iand. Miraculously touching
down at t,he exLreme end of our runway, his over-used brakes
resulted in a ground loop. It  was truly a bl ind landing.

The Lower cornmander radioed t,he aircraft. sLill aIoft, hunt,ing
for the f ield, recommending that the pi lot.s gain a1tiE,ude to
3,000 feet  before the i r  fue l -  reserves were exhausted,  then bai l
out .  He assured them t ,hat ,  the LCI 's  paLro l l ing San Nico las would
rescue t.hem f rom t,he wat.er quickly. Af ter t.his message was
t,ransmit,ted we noted an eerie glow emanating from several spoLs
around the airf ield. There was not an enqine sound to be heard.

The duty off icer assembled a group of men in order t,o form a
search party. He stated his belief t .hat several planes had f lown
into the ground trying Lo land on our st,r ip. The glowing areas
began f l ickering out. The fog started slowly drif t ing away. By
this t ime our search group had reached t,he area where the last
l i t t le glowing l ight had been seen. It  was a very smalL plateau
area. A Grumman TBM had crashed at. about, a 25 degree angIe. Any
fire that may have begun had extinguished by the time we arrived
on the scene. I peered into the tumet gunner's t,urret, the only
intacL port, ion of Lhe aircraft.  There was no body. The 50
caliber gun butts were covered in blood. The plexiglas turret,
shell  was caked with clotLlng blood, more than f bel ieved
possible. I  was sure the turret gunner had not, survived his
crash i-njury.



There was l ive ammunit ion and rocket rounds scattered around
the wreckage. While searching the area we heard yells from the
other  team about  100 yards d is tant . .  We ran in  that  d i rect ion to
a small ravine about ten feet in height. There we found a
t ,o ta l Iy  dest royed Daunt less d ive bomber.  IL 's  Prat t  and Whi tney
radial engine base had buried in f l-ush with the dirt bank. One
searcher  ca l l -ed out  a  ghast ly  d iscovery.  The p i - lo t 's  sp ine was
draped on a nearby rock. We could determine no other occupant, of
the  p Iane .

Our search off icer assembl-ed our group, ordering us t.o board
a personnel truck, stat, ing there were reports of a pi lot landing
by parachute at the northern end of the island and we were to
head t,here for a search. The truck took about 15 minutes on t,he
dark, narrow, dusty and rough road. We formed search part ies of
three with each group sharing Lhe few f lashlight,s taken along.
We searched di l igently along t.he shorel ine, cal l ing out every few
minut.es . There was no response.

The ra in had stopped.  A mi l l ion sLars were sh in ing
br ight , ly .  I t  was a per fect ly  c lear  n ight .  One and one-hal f  hours
late f  or  t ,hose p i lo t ,s  whose t ime was up.

Verne D.  Wi l t  to  Steven i I .  Schwartz ,  May 15,  1994.

Verne Wilt served on San Nicolas Island during World
War I I .  He was at tached to Carr i -er  A i rcraf  t  Serv ice Uni - t  (CASU
(F)  B)  under  t .he leadership of  Commander Bundy;  1 ,943-44.

*..ry personnel manned a waffle plated temporary emergency
landing f ie ld.  Our unit  was composed of approximat.ely
500 men. The mess hal1 was a wooden st.ructure on
concrete f  oundat ion. The is land crew were rot.at .ed f  or
short .  leawe or l iberty by means of a LCI (Landing Craft .
Infantry) which we boarded from a motor launch moored to
a smal- l -  quay on the east s ide beach area of the is land.
The LCI then t.ransport.ed us to Port Hueneme for our three
day leave.


